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LOS ANGELES UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT

In January 2001 Los Angles Unified School District convened an AB537 Task Force.  The
overriding goal of the Task Force was to ensure compliance with the new law as delineated by
Assembly Bill AB537.The District recognized sexual orientation as a protected basis of
discrimination for employees since 1985, however, the policy was not been clearly articulated
with regard to students.  The Task Force reviewed district policies, documents and practices for
compliance with AB537 and developed recommendations for district action.  In support of those
recommendations, Los Angeles Unified School District Superintendent, Mr. Roy Romer, issued
on October 25, 2001 correspondence to all schools and offices informing staff and students of
their rights and protections under AB537.

In May 2001, Human Rights Watch issued a report, "Hatred in the Hallways."  The report was
released at a press conference held at Fairfax High School in Los Angeles and addressed the
issues of violence and harassment against lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT)
students attending public schools in the United States.  At the press conference, Superintendent
Romer endorsed the recommendations of the report and made a commitment to work with
Human Rights Watch to create a pilot training project for District high schools.  He stated that,
"You can't learn if you're being harassed," and he requested that the timeline for the
implementation of the recommendation be immediate.   Superintendent Romer, called for a
"renewed focus" on ending harassment, with an emphasis placed on more training for school
officials on how to intercede, report, and follow-up on complaints.  The goal of the training was
to address the whole school climate; to establish a culture of respect for all people; and to create
a safe and peaceful environment in which students and staff may work and learn.   

The District's experience in handling complaints from students and advocates made it clear that
such trainings were necessary.   We could see that harassment and violence against gay students
and students who are perceived to be gay takes many forms, from verbal taunts and name-
calling, to obscene notes or graffiti, to unwelcome physical sexual advances, and worse.  We
could see that if there were no intervention, such unwelcome conduct could escalate. We could
recognize how important helpful teachers and other adults can be in ensuring that students are
safe in their schools and are able to access an education.  For the stated reasons, employees must
intervene when they witness harassment and discrimination and must be supported by school
administrators.    

Human Rights Watch of Southern California began the pilot project by convening a voluntary
advisory group to support and to develop a training model. The advisory group consisted of
district staff and local service providers. An agenda was established, presenters were trained, and
materials developed.  
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Phase I of the project involved six District high schools, whose target was administrators,
counselors, and deans.  Human Rights Watch organized, facilitated, and evaluated the training
model carefully, and continually made adjustments based on the feedback from the trainees and
the District. 
The training model included a facilitator and three presenters--an LGBT youth, (preferably a
student speaker who was currently enrolled in the high school or who had graduated recently),
who told of their experiences facing harassment and discrimination while in high school, a legal
expert, who discussed AB537 and other laws that relate to LGBT students, and an educational
resources expert, who presented resources for students, families and teachers.  Each training
session lasted one and a half hours. Questions were addressed throughout the training, and an
evaluation was filled out at the end of each session.    

In Phase I of the pilot program, of the 85 staff members trained, 77 returned evaluation forms.
The following figures and comments were taken from these evaluations:  

� 95% of respondents said they left the training feeling "Better equipped to deal with issues
of discrimination or harassment in their school."

� Fifty-two comments requested that more time be dedicated to these issues and/or
requested further/future training for students, teachers, and/or other staff.

Upon reviewing the evaluations, the District mandated the training be extended to the remaining
43 comprehensive high schools. 

Phase II of the pilot project began this school year with training teachers from the original six
high schools.  

Can this training model be replicated in other school districts?  Absolutely. The model is set; it is
effective; and because staff is already in place it can be accomplished on a shoe – string budget.
However, a great deal of staff time is required to coordinate and/or provide trainings and prepare
materials. To ensure implementation of AB537 throughout California schools, the Legislature
must endorse district trainings and provide some funding to do so.  
    
Why was the project successful in Los Angeles Unified School District?  Superintendent Romer
made a commitment to the project. In order to replicate the model in other school districts, the
Superintendents and staff must believe that, to quote from the report, "every youth deserves to be
treated with respect and to be protected from violations of their human rights, including the right
to be free from discrimination, harassment and violence and to be encouraged to learn and to
grow intellectually and emotionally without being asked to deny an essential component of his or
her identity."   

Submitted by: Deanne Neiman, Director, Educational Equity Compliance, Los Angeles Unified
School District.


